
 

Quick Facts 

 

About…Diphtheria 
 

What is diphtheria? 
 
Diphtheria is a disease caused by bacteria. It affects the tonsils, throat, larynx 
(voice box), and nose. Respiratory diphtheria is a serious disease that can be 
deadly. Less severe diphtheria disease may affect other parts of the body, such as 

the skin, the eye, or genitals. Diphtheria is very rare in the United States. It is still 
common in other areas of the world. The last case of diphtheria in Indiana was in 

1996. 
 

What are the symptoms of diphtheria?  
 
Respiratory diphtheria usually starts slowly with headache, fever, sore throat and 

swollen glands in the neck. It may look like there is a gray film covering the back of 
the throat. There may be a scaly rash or blisters that become painful open sores on 

other parts of the body. The time from contact with the bacteria to start of 
symptoms is 2-5 days. 
 

How is diphtheria spread? 
 

Respiratory diphtheria is spread by contact with the nose or throat droplets of an 
infected person. This can happen when someone coughs or sneezes near someone 

else or when someone touches objects with nose or throat droplets on them. 
Touching infected sores on the body of a person with diphtheria can also spread the 
disease. 

 

Who is at risk for diphtheria? 
 
People who are not up-to-date on their shots are at risk for diphtheria. The risk is 

low in the United States, but unvaccinated people traveling to or from other 
countries may accidentally bring the disease here, where it can spread to 



unvaccinated U.S. residents. Getting a diphtheria vaccine every ten years will keep 
you protected. 

 

How do I know if I have diphtheria? 
 
See your doctor. If you have been around someone with diphtheria or if you have 

symptoms that match those described above, your doctor may test you for the 
disease. Many other diseases can cause throat infections. If you have received a 
vaccine to prevent diphtheria in the past, it is very unlikely that you have the 

disease. 
 

How can diphtheria be treated? 
 

Since diphtheria is caused by bacteria, it can be treated with antibiotics. People 
with diphtheria may also be given medicine to reverse the effects of toxins released 
by the bacteria. Your doctor will decide which treatment is best for you. 

 

How can diphtheria be prevented?  
 
Vaccines can prevent diphtheria. Diphtheria vaccine is combined with tetanus and 
pertussis vaccines for children and adults. Adults should receive routine tetanus-

diphtheria (Td) every ten years. Tdap vaccine, which also protects against pertussis 
(whooping cough), should be used to replace one routine Td dose for adults and 

teens. Children should receive doses of DTaP, Tdap, DT, or Td vaccines on the 
correct schedule. Your doctor can decide which vaccine is right for you. 

 
All information presented is intended for public use. For more information, please 
refer to: http://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/vpd-vac/diphtheria/in-short-both.htm. 
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